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In February this year, the Nicaraguan government launched a fiscal austerity program which
sparked the most intense worker unrest since the revolution in 1979. Additional measures adopted
more recently have only exacerbated the confrontation between the government and labor. On Aug.
30, the government devalued the currency for the fourth time since February (from 80 to the dollar to
180 at the official rate) and introduced wage hikes ranging from 35 to 60% in the context of domestic
inflation running at over 1,000% per year. A recent report by the Central American Historical
Institute at Georgetown University, said: "For the first time since 1979, the Nicaraguan government
has begun a program of economic reforms that does not include steps to protect the poor...One
of its most significant effects is to slash the incomes of workers." Workers in independent unions
clashed with the government's labor federation on several occasions in urban factories during
August. The main confrontation took place at the Tona beer plant on the outskirts of Managua.
Participants in the events said that militants from the Sandinista Workers' Central occupied the
factory the weekend of Aug. 12 and drove out employees who joined a communist union. In May,
a worker from the Labor Action Unity Central, a small communist group, was elected to a post
on the plant's union board, controlled for nine years by the Sandinistas. Within two months, this
union leader convinced the plant's 480 workers to sign up with his union. After strict government
wage controls were lifted in June, the communist union leaders negotiated a new contract that
increased many workers' pay as much as 800%. The company, facing declining sales in a recession
brought on in part by the government's economic measures, was seeking union agreement to lay
off 47 people. General manager Enrique Brenes told the Washington Post that the government
supported the layoffs as part of its program to boost efficient production. The communist union
opposed the layoffs. According to workers belonging to both sides of the dispute, and Tona factory
executives, on the evening of Aug. 12 hundreds of militant Sandinista workers armed with clubs
and pipes marched into the plant, accompanied by dozens of uniformed soldiers from an Army
reserve battalion made up of volunteer Sandinista workers. At a meeting on Aug. 13, they named
new union leaders for the shop. Shortly thereafter, 54 Tona employees, including the communist
union leaders, were fired. In the fourth week of August, the same communist union was barred
last week by Sandinista demonstrators from entering Implacsa, a factory in the city of Leon whose
workers it has represented for eight years, officials of the union said. At the state-owned Macen
sack factory in Managua, the Sandinista labor federation lost an election in 1987 to a small leftist
union called the Workers' Front. The smaller union won favor by demanding better wages and
criticizing a government manager whose son was said to have wrecked a company car while on a
personal outing. An annual union election was scheduled at Macen for Aug. 19. On that day, dozens
of Sandinista militants climbed raided the cafeteria, halting the vote. The Sandinista federation then
ordered the firings of about 30 workers, including the leftist union leaders. However, in the last
week of August, the Labor Ministry stepped in to reinstate the fired workers, and a new election
supervised by the ministry was scheduled for September. (Basic data from Washington Post,
09/03/88)
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